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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM
Purpose o f the Study
High school traditionally has been a four-year educational experience beginning in
the ninth grade, and with appropriate classes taken and credits achieved, finishing at the
end o f twelfth grade. Nationally, approximately one-fourth o f all students drop out o f
school (Freeman, 1991), and in previous years, dropping out o f high school was a much
more viable option than it is today. Former students could rely on the General
Educational Development Test (GED) as an equivalent for a diploma, the workforce to
train them, or the military to welcome them. However, with advanced technology and the
time and money it takes for employee training, coupled with the stigma o f an incomplete
high school education, chances are even more slim that dropouts will experience success
in their career choices. Many students, therefore, are opting to stay in school. But for a
growing number o f students in suburban high schools, that goal o f graduation has been
postponed and often includes: repeating classes, attending summer school, adding
semesters or even years to their careers as students.
The problem o f credit deficiency, which prevents students from moving from one
grade level to the next and once thought only to exist in urban systems, has crept up on
suburban communities through a progressive shift in the general population, from the
predominantly middle-classed family unit to a lower socio-economic, single
head-of -household based family (Brown, 1990). Unfortunately, many o f these
communities have neglected, ignored, or denied this change in demographics until a

significant number o f students were well behind their appropriate grade level due to credit
deficiencies.
Research indicates that credit deficiency in high school is usually a result o f chronic
absenteeism, low academic achievement, student non-compliance, and excessive parental
permissiveness. Furthermore, being male and over-age for the grade level adds to the risk
o f dropping out (Brown, 1990). Any one o f these factors could potentially lead to failure
in high school, but they are especially significant when they occur in the elementary and
middle school years of the students’ education.
Obviously, if students are present for or accomplish only a small portion o f the
required skills and knowledge, their knowledge base on which they have to build
is significantly smaller and weaker. However, students who fall into this category o f credit
deficiency in high school may have shown signs o f undesirable school habits (e.g.,
excessive absenteeism and non-compliance) and undesirable situations (e.g., retention and
low standardized test scores) long before entering a system driven by the Carnegie unit.
The answers to two objective questions that can most effectively begin to assess
this problem o f a potential drop out are found in the students’ permanent records. The
questions are as follows: Did these students show signs o f excessive absences in
elementary or middle school? And, were these students exhibiting low academic
achievement as early as the third or fourth grade as shown by their Comprehensive Tests
o f Basic Skills, IOWA Basic Skills Test, or the Metropolitan Achievement Test scores?
In order to clearly produce indicators educators can use to identify students
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with the potential to fail courses in high school, an examination o f gender (Schellenberg,
1988) and history o f retention in other grades that could cause students to be over-age
for their peer group seems necessary (Cairns, 1989). Such information is contained within
the students’ permanent records, which are housed in the school’s guidance office files.
The conclusions o f this permanent record research will hold, most likely, few
surprises for the teachers and counselors who have been responsible for the education o f a
number o f these reclassified students. The outcome follows what the professional
literature has outlined as indicators o f student failure (See Safer, 1986; Schellenberg,
1988). But it is the remaining number o f students who are not readily identifiable that may
hold the most pertinent information leading to a plan to help all students to find success in
school. It is this group o f students who fall outside the expected perimeters that have
been interviewed in order to produce case studies to enlighten school personnel as to what
can be done to help students to be successful
One male and one female student were chosen to be closely studied as part o f this
investigation. These case studies offer an opportunity to more fully understand and
explore the motives o f borderline students who drop out o f high school.
With this information, school personnel can begin to identify students who have
potential to fail early in their school years. Furthermore, the answers to these data (e g.,
excessive absences) will lay the groundwork for a district program designed to respond to
and meet the specific needs o f those students at risk o f failure in high school.
Also, another factor o f credit deficient students is o f interest to school districts.
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When viewed financially, this problem o f credit deficiency costs school districts
approximately $5500 per student, per year. If it is not brought under control, it could
result in yet another economic burden for public schools. So, timing is important in the
desire to develop a profile that would serve to identify students with the potential to fail
before they develop credit deficiency.

Statement o f the Problem
The purpose o f this study was to determine indicators o f failure in elementary and
middle school for predicting suburban high school students who might experience credit
deficiency.
Assumptions
In order to conduct this study, the permanent records o f eighty reclassified
students identified by guidance counselors as being credit deficient were examined with
permission from the school’s administration. Also, selected students were interviewed as
to the reasons for their lack o f success or failure in elementary and middle school. Student
responses were assumed to be honest and voluntary.

Limitations
One o f the limitations o f this study was the number o f students who qualified as
credit deficient in the suburban school district under study. Findings may be more
applicable to high school students in general if more students in other districts could be
studied. Also, the most productive data came from students’ records that were complete.
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Many students’ records that came from other districts did not contain the necessary
information for this study, therefore, several o f the reclassified students’ data were not
included in portions o f the study’s results.
Definition o f Terms
Credit deficiency refers to a condition where students fail to receive credit for a
class or classes failed putting them behind schedule for graduation.
Reclassified is a term used to recognize that students have not achieved the
number o f credits necessary to be considered as members o f the next grade level.
Indicators, in this case, are evidence or characteristics that tend to predict potential
student failure.
At-risk students are defined in a Phi Delta Kappa study by Frymier and
Gansneder (1989) as those who are likely to fail at either school or life (See also
Smey-Richman, 1991).
Excessive absenteeism is defined as any number over ten-percent o f school days
in a quarter, semester, or year (Schellenberg, 1988).
Elementary school is defined as kindergarten through fourth grade.
Middle school is defined as fifth through eighth grade.

5

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Because approximately one quarter o f all high school students drop out o f school
before their goal o f gradation is achieved, and dropping out has become less o f a viable
option for young adults in recent years, it is important for educators to be able to
recognize a pattern o f undesirable situations and behaviors developing before they
become detrimental to the students’ adult lives. For these reasons, as well as the fact that
failure experiences effect both present and future attitudes and behaviors o f children
through adults (Pink, 1982), an assemblage o f elementary and middle school indicators o f
failure is beneficial to school personnel seeking to remedy this growing problem.
Research has illustrated credit deficient students, or potential dropouts, as students
who are “not good enough to shine, not bad enough to be picked up by special programs”
(Glasser, 1988 p. 33). Nevertheless, they can first be recognized feasibly from their
academic problems as early as the third grade and low standardized test scores
(Barrington, 1989). If students are unable to master the knowledge and skills schools are
trying to teach, they are unlikely to develop the self-respect or self-discipline necessary for
success in school (Pink, 1982). As a result, these students often develop failure avoiding
strategies and may have psychological and behavioral issues (Smey-Richman, 1991), that
can manifest as aggressiveness in order to seek attention (Cairns, 1989). The foremost
cause o f low academic performance, especially in English and mathematics, is linked to
assignments not being completed (Schellenberg, 1988), which often is a reaction to a

sense o f futility called “learned helplessness,” where students blame failure on low ability
rather than lack o f effort (Brantlinger, 1990).
More indicators o f failure center around students who were retained in elementary
school. Research notes that students who have been retained once are four times more
likely to drop out o f school than students who were not retained. They are ten times more
likely after having been retained twice (Safer, 1986). By the time students fail twice in
their educational careers, being overage for their peer group is problematic (Cairns, 1989).
Retention is highest in first grade where educators and parents might believe
another year would promote maturity (Safer, 1986). But what is a more likely scenario is
that as anger and resentment toward school and learning grow and as teachers’
expectations lower, then students repeat the self-fulfilling prophecy o f failure (Pink, 1982).
Grade retention levels off*until the seventh grade, then steadily increases until it
peaks again in ninth grade. By the tenth grade, most credit deficient students have already
made plans to drop out, or they have been pushed out to other facilities or programs,
explaining a decrease in suspensions, retentions, and incidents o f absenteeism (Safer,
1986). Many o f these students, at one time or another, had been labeled one or more of
the following, resistant, reluctant, slow, deviant, discouraged, difficult, disruptive,
hyperactive, helpless, troubled, angry, delayed, or dyslexic (Gentile, 1991).
Regardless o f the significance that low academic performance and retention hold
for identifying potentially credit deficient students, no single pattern predicts it more
accurately than absenteeism (Schellenberg, 1988). Even unalarming levels o f absenteeism
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(around ten percent) in elementary school may signal impending problems in high school.
But absenteeism in sixth and seventh grades is the strongest predictor o f failure in
ninth grade (Schellenberg, 1988). Absenteeism o f already credit for deficient students
continues to increase with age (Brown, 1989), most often accompanied by failing grades
(Barrington, 1989). Being male also significantly adds to the odds o f eventually dropping
out (Schellenberg, 1988).
In order to understand the types o f students and their situations that make up this
category o f reclassified students, a review o f the professional literature is necessary in the
area o f their personalities and characteristics as they grow and mature, along with
explanations o f possible reasons for some students’ academic spiral into failure. As if
in a spiral, these students become bound tighter and tighter in a funnel o f lost knowledge
and missed credits, often leading only down and out o f the traditional school system.
When asked to describe a time when they felt proud or positive about school,
ninth grade students often related experiences from early elementary school (Brantlinger,
1990) . Many students feel this way because o f the lack o f bonded, trusting relationships
with teachers developed out o f successful, meaningful learning experiences (Gentile,
1991) . Even though the majority o f students succeed in school, participating in the same
lessons and activities as those who are unsuccessful, the potential dropout seems more
vulnerable to the stresses o f secondary school which seem to intensify as time goes on
(Safer, 1986).

Unfortunately, dropouts frequently “define” themselves through

alternative, even illegal means, instead o f the socially acceptable practices o f successful
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adolescents (Gentile, 1991), further limiting the positive dimensions o f their lives. Also,
highly populated (if not over populated) buildings allow for greater student anonymity,
which leaves students feeling that no one cares about them as individuals (Schellenberg,
1988).
Students who fall into the credit deficient category often socialize with peers who
have similar school performance, attitudes toward school, and social class backgrounds
(Brantlinger, 1990). Furthermore, they may have or have had the following: strained
relationships with their families, recently changed social values, animosity toward school
administrators or teachers, or overwhelming economic circumstances, peer pressures, or
health issues (Kleine, 1994). Individually, any o f these indicators could apply to a great
number o f students, but combined with absenteeism, they provide the strongest, most
accurate predictors o f dropping out o f school (Cairns, 1989).
Signs o f truancy may begin at the homes o f students with indicators such as
parental neglect, personal uncleanliness, insufficient home discipline, as well as other signs
suggesting that parents take too little interest in the students’ educational process (Kleine,
1994). Students from single-parent families have lower attendance than those from
traditional families (Brown, 1989), possibly because o f the responsibilities and stresses
that one person must bear (Kleine, 1994). Low socio-economic status and being from
racial-ethnic minority groups, two factors that have often been the predictors o f failure in
school (McNeal, 1995), also contribute to absenteeism when bona fide health problems go
unattended because o f financial reasons such as unemployment and lack o f health
insurance (Glasser, 1988).
9

However, credit deficient students with high absenteeism rates usually relate their
dissatisfaction with school curricula deeming it inadequate or inappropriate and unsuitable
for their needs (Kleine, 1994). These disenchanted students comprise the majority o f
secondary school absences (Safer 1986). Avoidance o f embarrassment is a priority for
these students who present an overwhelming passive, defeatist attitude toward self
perceptions o f their intelligence (Brantlinger, 1990).
Research defines failure as a condition where students’ current efforts are
inadequate and explains that potential dropouts may have an extreme reaction to failure,
then judge themselves incompetent o f succeeding in school, projecting “learned
helplessness” (Balk, 1983). Successful students would merely use that type o f failure as a
cue to change to success-seeking strategies (Smey-Richman, 1991). Many approaches
have been piloted to aid at-risk students in their educations, meeting with a variety o f
successes and failures. But what is known is that low achieving students find no
self-confidence in effortless learning or easy successes in order for them to feel smart
(Smey-Richman, 1991).
Fine and Rosenberg (1983) assert that some students who do not do
well in school and who may drop out could, in fact, be aware o f the lack o f job market
benefits o f obtaining a diploma. These students believe they are taking initiative on their
own behalf, not comforming to a system that is not working for them. They identify more
with the working class, the manual laborers, and perceive those who stay in school as
“losers” (Brantlinger, 1990). But for students who stay in school and work, the results o f
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a study by D ’Amico (1984) suggests that students working more than twenty hours per
week are more likely to drop out - - a finding that conflicts with the research o f others
who see great benefits in students’ exposure to the workforce (McNeal, 1995).
Commonly, these at-risk students are either disruptive during school activities or refrain
from participating in school activities altogether (Pink, 1982). On the other hand,
participation in athletics, as well as other clubs and activities, decreases the risk o f
dropping out o f school (McNeal, 1995).
For many credit deficient students, school represents an institution like the armed
services, hospitals, and even prisons where the clientele is involuntarily forced to develop
adaptive strategies and attitudes (Pink, 1982). Often high schools provide opportunities
for behavioral deviations like class cutting, substance abuse, student assaults, and
academic stress because o f its more impersonal nature (Safer, 1986). Some students just
cannot handle the freedom o f traditional high school in their current state or the pressures
from their peers that entice them to stray from the traditional educational plan (Glasser,
1988).
As the years progress for students, rules change, expectations increase, and a
lesser and lesser protective attitude pervades (Safer, 1986), so researchers are now
looking beyond students’ cultural disadvantage or underprivileged status to factors on
which educators can have an effect like the following: heightening the awareness o f
vulnerable students’ needs, teaching strategies for active and persistent problem-solving,
and setting higher standards for task performance (Smey-Richman, 1991). Because o f
11

the lack o f success in school at any level leads to restricted options and opportunities in
the job market, it is imperative that students’ needs are met to ensure their ability to
choose intelligently their stations in their adult lives.
Recent research indicates that administrators and teachers can work to help
students be more successful in school by looking at students’ failures as temporary
difficulties instead o f personality traits. Failure does not seem to inspire future success or
help students develop realistic perceptions o f their capabilities or potentials (Norton,
1983). Permanent failure leaves students permanently changed with damaged self-esteem
and decreased motivation to persevere (Lockwood, 1991). So, if one o f the most
prevalent reasons students fail in school is that they do not complete assigned work, then
a program o f intervention must be developed so that these at-risk students stay in school
(Ligon, 1988).
However, evaluation also must be examined when seeking to combat failure.
Multi-dimensional, on-going, portfolio assessment is suggested as a meaningful system by
which to make effective evaluations o f what students are capable (Gentile, 1991). Unless
programs are designed or revised to meet these and other needs o f at-risk students to help
them really succeed, then they will simply be recycled through the same programs that
were previously inappropriate for them, only with less interest (Norton, 1983), or they will
discontinue their formal education.
These suggestions transcend grade level and ability level, but middle school and
high school have unique problems such as adolescent vulnerability that require attention.
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First, an easier transition from middle school to high school is recommended where a
significant part o f students’ learning would focus on dealing with peer relationships,
healthful lifestyles, and refusal skills for inappropriate opportunities (Pohl, 1991).
Moreover, a recent report on American high schools claims that they are too large,
too impersonal, and too structured in their curriculums that emphasize breadth rather than
depth. High schools, in their present state, are compared to factories. The report
suggests that the Carnegie unit be redesigned or abolished altogether. Furthermore,
smaller communities where students and adults know each other well and where teachers
can provide flexible, active learning experiences should replace the lecture model o f
teaching. Many o f the report’s themes are credited to the work and philosophy o f Brown
University Professor Theodore R. Sizer and the school-reform organization he founded.
(Sommerfeld, 1996).
Obviously, no one model will meet the needs o f every at-risk student, but with an
open-minded attitude and a willingness to seek to improve as educators, significant
differences can be made in the lives o f all students. Recognizing the indicators o f failure
can be an important step to intercept students on the road to failure

13

CHAPTER III
PROCEDURES
Subjects
The eighty subjects for this study, thirty-four female and forty-six male, ages
fifteen to eighteen, were identified by school guidance personnel as credit deficient
students at the end o f the 94-95 school year; consequently, they are unable to be classified
as either sophomores having five credits, juniors having ten credits, or seniors having
fifteen credits. Unfortunately, several o f these students have made little progress toward
the goal o f graduation and have been classified in the same grade for more than one year.
And, five o f the senior students studied were unable to graduate because o f the lack o f the
required twenty-two credits.
All but twelve students in this group did not qualify for special programs such as
learning disabilities classrooms or tutoring, nor did they frequently participate in weekly
study programs provided by members o f the high school staff after school twice a week.
Furthermore, only nine out o f the eighty students were eligible or involved in high schoolsponsored, extra-curricular activities.
Setting
The students studied attend a four-year, comprehensive, suburban high school with
an enrollment o f approximately 1100. The school year is divided into semesters with
credit given at the end o f each semester. To graduate, students must accumulate
twenty-two credits including three credits in each o f the following: English, mathematics,
science, and social studies. Other required classes for which one-half credit is earned are

the following: health, physical education, speech, computer, and fine arts.
Honors classes exist in several areas, as well as comprehensive programs for
developmental handicapped and learning disabled students. Junior and senior students
may elect to continue their education at the local career technology center or apply
to one o f the two vocational programs within the high school
The high school where the students attend classes is located in a suburban
community o f a Midwestern city, whose residents, for the most part, earn average or
above-average incomes. The population o f the city and surrounding township making up
the school district totals about 22,500, most o f whom are Caucasian. Only about three
percent o f students in this district are from minority groups, a fact which directly reflects
the community’s demographics. This community also has some industry, as well as
several shopping centers and restaurants.
Data Collection
Research indicates that factors such as being o f the male gender, being over-age
for the peer group (or being retained in a grade), having achieved low standardized test
scores as early as the fourth grade in English and mathematics, and having experienced
excessive absences in elementary and or middle school are accurate predictors o f credit
deficiency or failure in high school. An examination o f these factors and others was
necessary, therefore, a spreadsheet with a column for each component was designed.
First, from school computer records, reclassified students were listed along with
their gender and credits attempted and credits earned. Given that information, the
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spreadsheet was expanded to record the number o f male and female students, as well as
the degree to which the students were deficient for their grade levels. For example, some
students were only one-half credit from the next grade-level, denoting just one semester
failed, while others had not accumulated any credits after a whole year o f school.
Secondly, because several students on the reclassified list were known by school
guidance personnel to be special education students, a record o f whether or not students
qualified for individual educational plans was relevant to the goal o f meeting the needs o f
all students in the district; therefore, a column for this information was added to the
spreadsheet. The special education issue ties directly into the educational movement
toward “inclusion” o f special education students in mainstream classrooms and how to
better meet their educational needs within those guidelines.
Thirdly, a thorough examination o f students’ records revealed where and for how
long this student attended school. This information was important for several reasons: the
need to record any retentions and the grade in which they occurred in elementary or
middle school, the need to record absences in elementary school and middle school
separately to detect problem areas, and the need to record where in the percentile range
students were as shown on their fourth-grade standardized tests.
This investigation became a more difficult task than previously thought when it was
discovered that many permanent records did not hold complete information o f students’
years throughout school, especially those students who came to this district during or after
middle school.
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Information on absences was haphazard in these records; in fact, several
students’ records contained no information previous to coming to this district. But when
available, absences were recorded in ten-day segments that were separated into elementary
and middle school categories. For instance, an elementary student may have been absent
between one and ten, or any interval up to ninety-one and one-hundred or more
days o f school during that five year period. Similar records were kept for the four years of
middle school. Absentee levels that educators can use as an indicator o f possible failure
are displayed in these ranges.
Depending on the previous school attended, the standardized testing often differed
in grade level and type o f test given. The three most frequently encountered tests given in
fourth grade were the Comprehensive Tests o f Basic Skills, the Iowa Tests o f Basic Skills,
and the Metropolitan Achievement Tests. The data were recorded in the following
categories using the national percentile line o f the scoring: 1-10, 11-20, 21-30, 31-40,
41-50, 51-60, 61-70, 71-80, 81-90, and 91-100. For instance, if the a subject’s total
national percentile for mathematics was a 35, then that fourth-grade student was recorded
as being in the 31-40 percentile range (i.e., below the median national percentile for
mathematics in the fourth-grade). If that same student scored a 66 in reading skills, then
that student was recorded as being in the 61-70 percentile range (i.e., above the national
percentile in English). Descriptive statistics on the number o f students in each category o f
percentile ranges in each subject studied, mathematics and English, were calculated to
discover if a correlation exists between the fourth-grade test scores and failure in high
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school. These results are displayed in numbers o f students in each category o f the national
percentile in both mathematics and English.
Another piece o f information that became necessary to an accurately assess what
difficulties existed for these students in this school system is a tally regarding the number
o f years each student spent in the school district. This information provides school
personnel with a better view o f possible problem areas and situations using data from
students who have experienced all or most o f their education within the district.
With the spreadsheet complete, the following information was also available: the
number o f students who attended school in the district all o f their school years, those
students who attended from middle school through the present time, and those who
attended only high school or whose records were unavailable. The fact that there were
significant numbers in each o f these categories raises many questions and provides many
opportunities for investigating problem areas and possible solutions to those problems.
These results o f these factors are presented in percentages for each category.
To better understand the difficulties that at-risk students face or have faced in their
school careers, two case studies are included in this study. Two students were chosen,
one male and one female, to represent the reclassified, credit deficient students. A survey
to determine who might meet the study’s criteria was circulated to five elementary schools
with a total o f seventy-eight teachers and administrators, and two middle schools with a
combined staff o f seventy-two. The survey (see Appendix A) contained directions for
participation and the names o f the eighty credit deficient students. The faculty members
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were instructed to identify any number o f their former students as having the ability or
potential to succeed in high school. Forty-five out o f the one hundred and fifty faculty
who were surveyed responded. The names o f students who were identified most
frequently by their former teachers were then analyzed more closely. An edited copy o f
this survey is part o f the appendix.
Because the success o f this study as a useful tool for the school district was the
primary goal, the students for these case studies needed to be selected carefully. Students
who demonstrate a high degree o f aggressiveness or hostility, who have unusual personal
or familial circumstances, or who seem very withdrawn or non-communicative were not
considered good candidates for the semi-structured interviews conducted. The semistructured interview form was chosen because o f the desire to probe interesting replies
made by the students and to establish a relaxed tone in order to glean the most useful
information from the questioning. These interviews took place during school hours in a
private office within the high school building.
The two students chosen were asked for their cooperation, and then a letter o f
explanation, along with a permission slip, was sent to each household (see Appendix B).
To protect the privacy o f these students, the male student has been identified as Student
M, and the female student has been identified as Student F in the case study section.
Primary questions developed for the case study interviews centered around the
indicators o f failure according to the professional literature. Personal information such as
retentions and the number o f absences was taken from each student’s permanent record
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and used to personalize secondary questions for a clearer representation o f the difficulties
each student faced. Interviews were tape recorded, with permission given by the student,
and summarized using the following categories: General Background, Family
Background, Academic and School Background, Social Background, and Personal
Background, and Commentary.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Approximately 1100 students attend the high school used in this study. At the end
o f the 1994-95 school year, eighty students, or 7.27%, had not achieved the credits
necessary to move to the next grade level or graduate. This number o f reclassified
students has risen sharply from the 1989-90 school year, when only twenty-two students,
or 1.8% o f 1200 students, were reclassified.
Out o f the eighty subjects o f this study, thirty-nine had been in the same district
throughout their school years, from kindergarten to ninth grade. Thirteen students had
attended the same district for all o f middle school through ninth grade. Twenty o f the
subjects came to this district during middle school, and another eight students came during
high school, or the information in their permanent records was incomplete and not useable
for this study.
The results o f the examination o f gender followed findings evidenced in the
professional literature. That is, forty-six males, or 57.5%, and thirty-four females, or
42.5%, demonstrates that males are more likely to fail than are females (Table 1), yet the
difference between the two percentages is too small to use as a clear indicator o f gender
as a factor o f failure by itself.
Retention is another category identified by the professional literature as a possible
signal o f failure in students’ futures. Nineteen o f the eighty reclassified students were
retained one year, and one student from this group was retained for a second year before
going to high school (Table 2). For the students whose records were complete, a total o f

TABLE I
Gender of Reclassified Students 1994-95
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TABLE 2
Retentions of Reclassified Students
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25% o f the reclassified students studied had been retained in either elementary or middle
school.
According to the national percentile ranking for total reading on the standardized
tests given in the fourth grade, which includes sections on comprehension and vocabulary,
an equal number o f students were on each side o f the national median. Twenty-seven
students scored at or above the 50th percentile, and twenty-seven students scored below
the 50th percentile compared to other fourth-graders around the country. But more
significantly as an indication o f future failure were the number o f students whose scores
fell into each o f the ten percentile ranges. The majority o f scores fell within the
percentile range o f 31-40 (Table 3). Unfortunately, test scores for twenty-six
reclassified students were unavailable.
According to the national percentile ranking for total mathematics on the same
standardized tests, which includes sections on computation and concepts, thirty-six
students scored below 50% and eighteen students scored at or above 50% compared to
other fourth-graders around the country. The majority o f students’ scores fell into the
31-40 percentile range, however, a significant number fell into each o f the lower percentile
ranges (Table 3). Again, twenty-six students’ scores were unavailable.
However, with the information available, when combining standardized test scores
for reading and mathematics, twenty-five, or 31.25%, o f the reclassified students studied
were below the median in both main subject areas o f reading and mathematics. Eight o f
the twelve special education, reclassified students fell into this category.
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TABLE 3
Fourth Grade Standardized Test Scores

Reading

25

Math

Absences, one o f the most accurate predictors o f failure in school, were examined
in elementary school and recorded in segments o f ten days. The greatest number o f
reclassified students were absent between thirty-one and forty days in the five years from
kindergarten through fourth grade. Next in line was the segment between forty-one and
fifty days (Table 4). Elementary absenteeism records for thirty-four o f the eighty students
studied were unavailable.
Absences for middle school were recorded using the same ten-day segments. The
greatest number o f students studied were absent between twenty-one and thirty and
thirty-one and forty days equally for those four years (Table 5). Middle school
absenteeism records for twenty-two reclassified students were unavailable. The district
policy on absenteeism has no provisions for excessive absenteeism in any o f the schools.
The truant officer sends a letter home stating the compulsory education law for the state
and threatens court action if attendance is not improved. However, at this stage,
absenteeism is already excessive and the damage already done.
The professional literature connects absenteeism with low socio-economic status;
therefore, a statistical correlation between the two factors was not possible for two
reasons. Determining socio-economic status was difficult; student privacy issues
undermined efforts to obtain the data. Free or reduced lunch counts for needy students
were found not to be accurate measurements o f economic need for high school students
because older students often do not apply for such programs. In fact, only about two
percent o f the total population o f this high school applied for the program, even though a
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TABLE 4
Elementary Absences
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TABLE 5
Middle School Absences
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much higher percent could qualify, according to the district’s dietary supervisor.
Consequently, the exact number o f students whose families are o f the low socio-economic
status is not known.
Overall, the eighty students reclassified for the 1994-95 school year attempted
approximately seven-hundred sixty one credits and earned approximately five-hundred
eight credits (Table 6). Fifty-four out o f the eighty are currently considered freshmen,
thirteen for more than one year. Twenty-three o f the fifty-four reclassified freshmen are
within one credit o f becoming sophomores. This means only one full-year class or two
semester classes could restore these students to their correct status in high school. Older
students were difficult to track in the same way freshmen were because they may not have
taken typical schedules for their upper-classmen years due to previous classes failed.
Furthermore, incoming ninth graders are typically fourteen years old, and
sometime before the next school year, they turn fifteen. Twenty-eight reclassified
freshman are one year over-age for their peer group, ten reclassified freshman are two
years over-age, and one reclassified freshman is three years over the age o f the majority o f
the traditional freshman class. One student’s data were unavailable. Fourteen reclassified
freshmen were still considered o f the typical age o f freshmen, possibly because they may
have begun school as five-year-olds.
Case Studies
General Background: Student M
Student M is a small, very thin, seventeen-year-old reclassified freshman who has
earned four o f the five and one-half credits he attempted as a freshman. He was chosen
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TABLE 6
Credits for 1995-96 School Year

Credits for Reclassified Students

30

specifically because (a) he had attended the district under study all but one o f his school
years, (b) he had been retained in third grade, (c) his fourth grade standardized test scores
were above the median in both English and mathematics, and (d) his recommendations
from the teacher survey suggested he would be an interesting subject. Absences for this
student were not excessive in elementary or middle school, although they had become
excessive in high school.
Family Background
When asked about his family background, Student M related the story o f his
mother leaving him at three months o f age with his father and never returning. His father
has had substance abuse problems that has made an unstable financial situation and home
life. They have lived with various relatives and friends throughout Student M ’s life before
being issued public assistance for their housing. Now, they live in low-income housing
with a friend as a roommate. He characterized their economic status as more comfortable
than it used to be, especially because Student M ’s father works steadily in a restaurant.
However, he carries no health insurance or any other benefits for himself or his son. This
father-son relationship is tense on occasion, they largely fight about Student M not
going to school consistently, but otherwise, the father is not at all strict with his son.
Academic and School Background
Student M characterized his and his father’s attitude toward school as
negative, even though he said they both value education. He said they agree that people
use only about twenty percent o f the knowledge they are taught in school. When asked
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about trusting and bonded relationships at school, Student M said he had about five friend
there whose successes in school were similar to his, but could only think o f one adult at
school whom he trusted. Student M sees his retention in third grade as motivation to
work harder the second year; he did not see the social aspect o f retention as a problem in
his perception. Being retained or reclassified in high school, however, has developed
within him a defeatist attitude. Student M rated his intelligence as medium to high, but his
effort in school as low. He sees science and mathematics as his most difficult subjects, but
also sees that his excessive absences cause him to feel lost and disconnected from the
class. Student M says he misses school frequently because he is tired and sick, or just
does not want to attend. And when he does return to school, he seldom makes up the
missing work because he rarely understands the assignment and often does not ask for
assistance from teachers or other students. He sometimes ignores or refuses assignments
also. This student has been issued detentions, Saturday school, suspensions, and he had
even been paddled in elementary school for fighting. But mostly, these disciplinary actions
were a result o f unexcused absences. Student M said he thought that suspensions for
truancy were “stupid.”
Social Background
Student M ’s social background centers around a few friends that he has had since
grade school. Neither he nor any o f his friends now participate in any extra-curricular,
school-sponsored activities, but he used to play football and he was in the band in middle
school. When asked to describe a time when he felt positive about his life and school, he
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spoke o f eighth grade -- being the oldest in the school, and looking forward to high
school. Now he is wondering if he will ever get finished with high school.
Personal Background
The parents o f some o f his friends and one uncle are those adults outside o f school
who Student M trusts. He also has an older friend in school studying machine trades who
encouraged him to enroll at the career technology center for training, but he did not
apply because one o f his friends with better grades than his was turned down. Now
Student M intends to apply for a vocational work program within the high school.
Student M has seriously thought about dropping out o f school a couple o f times, largely
because two o f his teachers and his father suggested it. But he decided to stay in school
because he saw how his father turned out after dropping out o f school, and he did not
want to be like his father. Student M works from thirty to thirty-five hours per week
bussing and dish-washing at a restaurant different from where his father works. He spends
his money on a bass guitar he owns and on bowling. He also says he sometimes uses
alcohol, illegal drugs, or participates in illegal activities. Student M relates that these
activities never interfere with his school attendance, although they do interfere with doing
homework, which he says he rarely ever does.
In conclusion, Student M wishes the school would have stayed out o f his home
life, having reported physical abuse, because it made matters worse when he was removed
from a friend’s home to live with a relative. He thinks he would like a school structure
where smaller groups o f students who have similar interests are able to bond. That was a
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major reason he wanted to go to the career technology school.

Commentary
Student M is a prime example o f the type o f student who had all the innate ability
to succeed in school and life, but has now developed a defeatist attitude about what school
has to offer. He views school as a bureaucracy that is not teaching him what he needs to
know in order to function in his life. He feels that no one cares about what happens to
him in the educational process, and as a consequence, he evidences little caring toward
others. Student M will apply for the vocational work program next year
because he has been denied the opportunity for education he really wants, but obviously
does not know how to get it.
General Background: Student F
Student F is a sixteen-year-old, reclassified freshman who has attended the district
under study since she was in the second grade. She failed the second semester o f both
science and algebra her first year in high school. She was chosen for this study because o f
her number o f years in the district, her fourth-grade standardized test scores being above
the median, and on the recommendation o f the former teacher survey. Student F’s
absences for elementary school were incomplete, but absences for middle school were
borderline excessive.
Family Background
Student F has a traditional family background with her two, married parents at
home and a twelve-year-old sister. Both o f her parents are gainfully employed, having
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health insurance and other benefits, and she describes their economic status as very
comfortable. She characterizes her relationship with her parents as “so-so,” arguing
mostly about how her sister’s recent disciplinary problems reflected negatively on her.
She rates her parents as “not very” strict, and says they are reasonable when it comes to
curfew and other rules o f the house. The family lives in a fairly new, three-story, plat
home which they own. Student F ’s overall attitude toward her family is positive.
School and Academic Background
During middle school, Student F ’s attitude toward school was very negative
because o f the favoritism shown to some students by teachers and administrators and
because o f personal embarrassment she suffered after being falsely accused o f stealing
something during a field trip. Therefore, she trusts and is bonded to only one former
teacher partially because o f that incident. Her parents held similar attitudes in this matter.
But since her grades are now improving in high school, both she and her parents’ attitudes
are improving also. Student F says she felt embarrassed and “dumb” as a result o f her
reclassification as a freshman, mostly because she was placed in a freshman homeroom and
made to attend all orientation and other meetings with students who were new to the high
school. And even when she had achieved the five credits necessary to be a sophomore at
the end o f the first semester o f the next year, she had to remain in these troublesome
situations.
Science and mathematics were difficult for her, and she says she has never done
well on tests (finals), which she blames as the reason for her failing grades the previous
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year. But this year with different teachers, she is earning A ’s and B ’s in her classes. Even
though she is now taking two science classes to keep herself on track for graduation
(school procedure), Student F attributes this improvement in her grades to the active
teaching methods o f her current teachers, stating that lecturing is a poor way to teach. In
addition to finding science and mathematics difficult, she also connects her frequent
absences to her failure, having a series o f deaths in her family and frequent bouts with a
female health problem that made coming to school very uncomfortable for her. When
asked how often she made up work after her absences, Student F replied that when she
knew what to do, she frequently made up missed assignments, but often teachers did not
have time to explain it to her. Even though her grades were sometimes low, she rates her
intelligence as very high and her effort in school as modest, although she has never
deliberately refused to do work assigned by a teacher. Student F is fairly satisfied with the
school’s curriculum, although she wishes there were classes designed to help students
experience different career choices.
Social Background
Student F participated in band and chorus in middle school, but did not continue
these activities after coming to high school. She has never been involved in any volunteer
or community service work for school or outside o f school. She has had the same set o f
friends since elementary school, with the addition o f a few friends throughout the years, all
who do fairly well in school. This situation has added to the embarrassment she felt as a
result o f being reclassified.
Personal Background
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In Student F ’s personal life, she is bonded to and trusts several adults including her
parents, grandparents, and other relatives. She cannot remember a time when she felt
really positive about school, but is looking forward to attending the career technology
school for cosmetology next school year, and eventually opening her own business.
Student F is a hostess in a popular, local restaurant, where she works approximately
fifteen hours per week. She states that her job never interferes with her school attendance
and rarely, if ever, interferes with her school work. She spends her earnings on playing
pool with her friends, going to amusement parks, and shopping. She likes to read
mysteries, and spends some free time choosing and reading books. Student F admits she
has used alcohol and drugs, but not as a habit. She has never considered dropping out o f
school, even though she often feels trapped by the current system and strict rules she sees
as oppressive. Although she feels safe at school, she sees an increase in crime there and
has been a victim o f theft in school.
Commentary
Even though Student F has the support system o f a strong family, problems still
surfaced for her that she nor her parents could control. She is an example o f how students
who do not fit the mold educators have cast for being at-risk can form negative attitudes
that can become detrimental and limit students’ choices and chances in their adult lives.
And while school personnel cannot be blamed for honest mistakes or personality conflicts
between teachers and students, they do need to recognize the effect these situations have
on some adolescents and deal with those realities.
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CHAPTER V
Summary and Conclusions
The goal o f this study was to identify indicators o f failure in elementary and
middle school that could alert school personnel to undesirable situations and habits in
students’ school and home lives. Although much o f the information gleaned from this
study may be most useful to identify future at-risk students who have spent all or most of
their school years in this district, it also clearly represents a need for an intervention
program for students coming into the school district. This program would require the
maintenance o f complete permanent records, including all absences, retentions, test
scores, and if possible, disciplinary actions issued in order to adequately assess students’
strengths and weaknesses. Moreover, all students’ records need to be kept current and
accessed for useful information in their school and home lives, especially as they change
from elementary to middle school, and from middle school to high school.
Regardless, opportunities must be arranged so teachers and staff are able to foster
a trusting, bonded relationship with all students. This ideal can only be achieved by
reducing the number o f students each teacher sees per day. An example o f this type o f
structure is the Community School District 4 in the East Harlem neighborhood o f New
York City (see Goodall, 1995). Large, highly-populated schools have been reformed and
restructured into “schools within schools.” This concept allows teachers and
administrators to make decisions based on the specific needs and interests o f their students
while working with a reasonable number o f students (not to exceed sixty per day). Block
scheduling, cross-curricular and team-teaching, and community service programs were

some o f the components used to make clusters o f students forge valuable connections with
each other and adults within and outside the school community. Co-director o f Central
Park East Secondary School, Paul Schwarz said in a guided tour o f his school (on which
the researcher was a participant), that if someone in the school does not know their
student’s home situations, daily routines, and strengths and weaknesses, we as teachers
are not doing the best job we can do. Since many at-risk students have non-traditional
family circumstances and possibly strained relationships with those family members, it is
imperative that students feel positively about school in order to continue their educational
processes. Without a strong attempt to affectively bond with these students, schools can
expect them to take alternative measures which often negatively effect their educations.
Although professional literature tells educators that retention is a strong predictor
o f dropping out o f school, only 25% o f the students in this study were retained before
entering high school. Part o f the problem in tracking retention is that many elementary
and middle schools automatically promote students even with failing grades, low
standardized test scores, or excessive absences, making available records inaccurate in
these areas. But where being over-age is a factor, a retention in elementary or middle
school or in high school can raise significant academic and emotional problems for
students. Students over-age for their peer group in high school must be privately and
consistently counseled as to their goals and options available, and their changing family
situations that often make their success in school more difficult. A viable plan for them
must be developed so that defeatist, hopeless feeling that is so common in credit deficient
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students does not have a chance to overwhelm them.
Most students studied ranged between the thirtieth and sixtieth percentiles on the
national percentile ranking in fourth grade. Even though a significant number o f students
scored above the median in both English and mathematics, very few had a great deal o f
success in these subjects. Because standardized test scores are often used as indications o f
the need for special education, opportunities for intervention present themselves.
Educators must be alert, watching for developing difficulties and reducing academic stress
when possible. Therefore, not only students with noticeably low standardized test scores,
but also those with scores ten percent over the median should be considered at-risk o f
failure, especially when accompanied by high absentee rates or behavioral or social issues.
Because absenteeism is the clearest predictor o f failure in school, educators must
be alert to undesirable patterns arising all the way from kindergarten to twelfth grade. To
prepare students for real-life situations, educators must stress the importance o f
responsibility both inside and outside o f the school setting. Teachers and administrators
should have an intervention plan in place for elementary students with absences
between thirty and forty-one days, and middle school students with absences between
twenty-one and forty days. Especially when records show other factors such as low
standardized test scores and retentions, or non-compliance when in attendance, educators
need to pay attention. Overall, a more assertive, aggressive attendance policy must be
employed if at-risk students and their parents are to recognize the relationship between
being at school and success in school.
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Recommendations
In order for positive changes to take place in at-risk students’ lives, schools must
see them as real people with histories that can help educators understand them. Therefore,
complete records o f students’ backgrounds are imperative. Many ideas for needed studies
and answers to interesting questions could result from permanent record information,
including the following: Does retention benefit students in this district? Does the taking
o f classes high school while repeating their prerequisites because o f failure keep students
on track for graduation or add to academic stress? Is there a correlation between student
failure and major family crisis such as divorce? Do second grade standardized test scores
reflect scores similar to those in fourth grade? And, are there viable alternatives to
suspension for students with excessive absences?
For school personnel to take advantage o f this information and use it to benefit
students, a structure must be designed so that the student/teacher ratio is reduced. Most
secondary teachers see over one-hundred students per day for approximately fifty minutes.
At this crucial time in their lives, many students are pulling away from other adult
influences, such as their parents. Under the present conditions, it is no wonder more and
more students are slipping through the cracks having few people who know them well.
Furthermore, within this new structure, more choices should be available for
students so they might recognize their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as interests.
But, student expectations and accountability must be kept high if students are to benefit
from these types o f opportunities. Active teaching methods, when possible, should
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replace sedentary lecture methods, and assessment should likewise change to allow the
process o f learning to be evaluated from different aspects and perspectives. Tutoring for
all types o f students needs to be available and encouraged or enforced, especially for
students with excessive absenteeism.
Because at-risk students usually are not the types to initiate situations when they
need assistance, school personnel must recognize them, maybe even before problems are
detected by more traditional means. The world o f our schools is changing, and educators
must choose to change with it to meet the needs o f the students.
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APPENDIX A

SURVEY OF TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENTS’ ABILITIES
Below is a list o f high school students who are behind their appropriate grade level due to
credit deficiency as a result o f classes failed. As part o f my M aster’s Project, I am in need
o f feedback from former teachers o f these students as to your perception o f their ability to
succeed in their school careers after leaving you.
Please survey these names and check mark, highlight, or circle any name or names that
you believed had or has potential to succeed in secondary school. (Are you surprised that
certain names appear here? I f so, check those names.)
This information is to be used only as a source for me to choose students to personally
interview and write a case study on as to their perceptions o f their own lack o f success in
high school. Your participation is greatly appreciated. This survey is private, but if you
would like to contact me, I am available at the high school usually until 3:30. You may
return your survey by school mail as soon as possible.
Thank you for your professional help,
Beth Hughes

(A list o f the eighty reclassified students’ names appeared here.)
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APPENDIX B
Parent Explanation and Permission Letter

Dear Parent.
Your son/daughter has been chosen to participate in an interview as part o f an on-going
study to better meet the needs o f all students in this district. Your child will be asked to
relate information on family background, academic and school background, social
background, and personal background, in an effort to develop programs that would aid,
interest, and educate students in the most effective way possible.
With your permission, the interview will take place during the school day and last about
one class period. All information given by the student is completely confidential. No
names will accompany this information as it is used.
Please feel free to contact me with any questions you may have about this process. Your
input is always welcome.
Sincerely,

Beth Hughes,

High School Faculty

March 26, 1996

I _________________

, give my son/daughter_________________ permission to be

interviewed by Mrs. Hughes as part o f a study done by the Internal Research Committee
for th e _________

district.
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